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TO: San Juan County Board of Comissioners. | ?

FROM: Richard Osborne, Curator of Science Services, The Whale Museum.

RE: Preliminary Assesment of Potendal Impacts of Persénal Water-Craft ("Jet Skis"™)
on Marine Wildlife in the San Juan Isiands.

The following is a summary of information currently available concsmming “perscnal water-craft”
(PWCs), or "jet skis”, in relation to wildlife in San Juan County. This has besn compiled in response © a
request for information from members of the San Juan County Board of Comissioners and the San Juan
County Prosecutor. This is not an official opinion by The Whale Museum or its Directors, it is an
employes's preliminary fact-finding assessment. Any mistakes or biases in this report are unintengonal
and are soley the responsibility of the author. ’

-

and variedes of vessels plying the marine warers of San Juan County and the Pacific
Northwest. The first year a PWC was documented in the vicinity of whale wartching
acavites in the San Juans was 1993, and it was a single incident that year. Prior to that
they were not even recorded in recreational vessel inventories (R.E. Os: pers. com.,
1995; Madrona Group, 1992; Osborne, 1991). Even in 1995, following record sales of
PWCs in the Pacific Northwest (Terry Doran, WSP: pers.com., 1995) and the
esiablishment of a PWC guided tour service in Friday Harbor, only a dozen or so partallv
documented incidents of potendal wildlife impacts could be proven to exist. This means
there isn't encugh empirical dara available on acmual impacts of PWC's in our regional
marine waters to produce local sciendfic findings.

Personal water-craft (PWC's) are an exremely receat addidon to the growing numbers

It is beyond the scope of this inquiry to predict if PWCs will exponentially increase in
San Juan County in the years to come, but by necessiry, the analysis thar follows will
assume PWCs do become more numerous (50-100 operating in San Juan County waters
during mid-day, May-September), so thar the potendal impacts can be assessed. The
Gecision before you now will determine the fumre necessity of developing funding for
professional smudies of the issue. The best we can do at this point is to rely on whar lirtle
findings there are from places analogous to our area, and systematcally apply that
nformadon to hypothedcal impacss in San Juan County.

Report whale sightings and strandings in Washington
THE WHALE HOTLINE 1-800-362-8832
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ﬁ - - RESOLUTION NO. 1995-06

A RESOLUTION OPPOSING THE PROPOSED ADOPTION OF
A SAN JUAN COUNTY ORDINANCE RESTRICTING THE USE OF PERSONAL
WATER CRAFT WITHIN EXTERIOR BOUNDARIES OF SAN JUAN COUNTY

WHEREAS, The Board of County Commissioners of San Juan County proposed
to adopt an ordinance which would restrict the use of personal water craft within exterior
. boundaries of San Juan County; and

WHEREAS, the proposed ordinance has the potential to limit the basic individual
rights of island resident and visitors; and |

WHEREAS, the San Juan County government resources available to enforce the
proposed ordinance are limited and need to be used in the most efficient way, and
established San Juan County departments are restricted in their ability to fulfill their
responsibilities under the proposed ordinance by financial resources;

NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Board of Comrﬁssioners of
the Port of Lopez oppose the proposed San Juan County ordinance restricting the use of
personal water craft within the exterior boundaries of San Juan County.

ADOPTED this 9th day of November, 1995 at a regular meeting of the Board of

Commissioners of the Port of Lopez.
PORTAF

Chajstnaf/ Commissioner

AL

( /E/%%_;

ommissioner
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Wildlife and PWCs in Other Areas:

Swudies on the effects of PWCs on wildlife have primarily been collected in river and
lake habitars, where impacts have centered around the disturbance of nesting and foraging
acavides of birds (York, 1994). Marine water studies of wildlife impacts from PWCs
includes some findings on the impacts of PWCs on coastal bottlenosed dolphins in the
British Isles (Evans, 1991), a systematic assessment of PWCs on birds and mammals for
the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary (U.S. Dept. of Commerce, 1990;
Dornbusch & Co., 1994; U.S. Court of Appeals, 1995), and research on the impacts of
Para-sails on wintering humpback whales in Hawaii as part of the Hawaii Humpback
National Marine Sancruary (Green, 1991). In all instances the habitats under investgation
were open coastal areas with lower densides of surface-dependent birds and mammals,
and without the number of narrow channels and protected estuarine bays characteristc of
San Juan County. In Monterey Bay and Hawaii wildlife impacts from PWCs were
considered significant enough to warrant resmrictons on their use that completely excludes
them from cridcal wildlife habitat areas. Due to the enclosed nature of San Juan County's
marine waters, it would be difficult to find areas that are not “critcal wildlife habitats” if
we were to use the same standards as the coastal sanctuaries in Monterey Bay and Hawaii
(U.S. Dept of Commerce, 1990).

The waters of San Juan County are primary habirat for 12 species of seasonally
resident marine mammals (Table 1; Osborne et al, 1988; Calambokidis and Baird, 1994)
and about 37 species of birds who either require critical shoreline habirat for feeding or
reproducing, or are commeon year-round with critical breathingfresting habitat at the air-
water interface (Table 2; Wash. St Dept. Nat. Res., 1985; Lewis and Sharpe, 1987). Not
included in this inventory are an addidonal 61 species of migratory marine birds which are
either: a) fairly rare, b) only here for a few weeks out of the year, or c) are non-nesting
guils, terns, or shore birds which have a relatively low sensitivity to vessel maffic. Of the
marine mammals in Table 1, all but the river otter are protected under the U.S. Marine
Mammal Protection Act, and 3 are currendy listed under the U.S. Endangered Species
Act Stellar sea lions, harbor porpoise, and humpback whales. Of the birds in Table 2, all
are protected under the Migratory Treaty Act to some extent, and 4 are protected under
the Endangered Species Act.

The ways which PWCs appear to be different from most other vessels include:
1) speed (up to 60 mph), 2) maneuverability, which facilitates erraric, unpredictable
ravel paths, 3) their function, or primary use, and 4) both air and underwater noise
frequencies and amplitudes. All of these variables have implications in terms of their
potendal for impacting our water surface-dependent wildlife in the San Juan Islands,
spectfically: diving birds, shoreline nesdng birds, open-water flocking birds, and marine
mammals.
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Speed:

Speed presents a problem for wildlife, because animals have less time to respond to the
oncoming PWC. This can result in fatal collisions or startle reactions that lead to nesting
disturbance or parent-offspring separation. Wildlife rely on the sound of on-coming

" vessels, and their past experience of vessel wajectories, to determine when and where it is
safe to come o the surface and breathe. PWCs travel at speeds that wildlife around here
have not had a chance to adapt t, if indeed they can. Each year about 2% of dead harbor
seals that are investigazed by the San Juan County Marine Mammal Stranding Nerwork
show clear signs of a boat collision. We are fairly confidant that boat collisions are more
often a cause in mortality in the many instances where postmortem examinarion does not
reveal an obvious cause of death. Furthermore, these deaths are also likely the result of
collisions with the small percentage of boats that do ravel at high speeds equivalent to
PWCs.

. Maneuverability

Maneuverability creates similar problems to speed, and especially when combined with
speed as a variable. The ability of PWCs to change direcdon over a very short ime and
distance makes it difficult for marine birds and mammals to determine when and where it is
safe to come to the surface to breathe. PWCs are also able to maneuver at high speeds in
much shallower water than other motorized vessels, creating a major disturbance potendal
for resting marine mammals and nesting birds. It is also doubtful that marine birds and
mammals would ever be able to habituate to, or adapt to this characteristc of PWCs.

Function

Except for water skiers and a small number of high performance boarts, most vessel
wraffic in the San Juan Islands is relatively slow and predicmable for wildlife. PWCs are not
driven for the purpose of being relatively slow and predictable. Their function, as
advertised and exhibited by the over-whelming majority of users, is for high speed and
maneuverability in an unpredictable manner. From a wildlife perspective this again makes
them significandy different from any other type of vessel '

Sound Frequency and Amplitude

'PWCs are driven by a jet stream of water, rather than a propeller, and this results in a
significantly different noise profile for PWCs as compared to most vessels currentdy in use
in San Juan County. Research on the sound characteristics of PWCs was conducted in
Great Britain in order to determine their potental impact on coastal bottlenosed dolphins
(Evans, 1992). It was found that because of the lack of a propeller and the sounds of
cavitadon associated with propeiler movement, PWCs do not preduce as much low

o
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frequency noise in the range below 2000 Hz., but they do produce very loud high
frequency noise at close distances. Low frequency sounds travel much farther than high
frequency sounds, making PWCs quieter from a distance. However this is even worse for
wildlife because they have no warning that the vessel is coming undl it is practcally right
on top of them, at which point it becomes instantly very loud. This increases the PWC's
tendency to startle wildlife, as well as make it more difficult for surfacing wildlife to find a
safe breathing space. _

SUMMARY

If PWCs were numerous in San Juan County waters they would logically present a
negadve impact to 49 species of seasonally resident marine birds and mammals. These
negative impacts would be in terms of: a) collisions, due to their high speeds,
unpredictable rajectories and lack of low frequency long distance sound, which does not
allow enough waming for avoidance when birds and mammals come up to the surface to
breathe, and b) their loud high frequency sound both in the air and underwater at close
distances, which would logically startle and cause flight behavior more readily than other
types of motor powered craft. These disturbances can have significant impacts on both
coastal and aquatic species that reproduce or raise their young here (i.e. orcas, harbor
seals, Dall's and harbor porpoise, oyster catchers, cormorants, rthinoceros auklets,
common murres, and marbled murreletes) especially when added to increasing trends for
wildlife vessel interactions with all the other existing types of vessels that ply these waters.
It would seem prudent to develop a regulatory swategy to avoid these impacts on local
wildlife if ar all possible.
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Table 1:

COMMON MARINE MAMMALS SENSITIVE TO VESSEL TRAFFIC IN THE SAN JUAN ISLANDS

(Prepared by Rich Osborue, The Whaie Museum, Fail 1995)

.

Common Name Sdentific Name Distribution and Habitat Protection
1. River Otter Lara denst Year-round / coastal areas None
2. Harbor Seal Phoca vitudi Year-round / all watery MMPA-oniy
3, Elechant Seal Mirounga angustirostris Year-round / ail vaters MMPA-oniy
4, Steilar’s (Northem) Sea Lion Eurr (et iubarus Scasonai / ail waters Threatened
$. Californta Sea Lion Zalophus californianus Seasonat / ail wvaters MMPA-oniy
6. _Harbor Porponse 2hocoena ohocoena Year-cound / ail wvaters Threatened
7. Dail's Porpoise Phocgenoides daii Year-cound / il waers MMPA-caly
3. Pacific White-Sided Dolohins __| Lagenorhvyncius obliguidens Seasonal / main channets MMPA -onty
9. Orexa (Killer Whaie) Qreinus orea Year-round / ail waters MMPA-oniy
10. Minke Whale Baiaenopterg acutorostrata Seasonai / main channeis MMPA-oniy
{1. Humoback Whaie Megaptera novaeneliae Seasonat (rare / main ch i Eadangered
12, Gray Whaie Eserictius robusius Year-round / ail waters MMPA-onty
MMPA a M M. l Pro Act,

gered™ = End d Specics Act.

- i~ & “End

Table 2:

COMMON MARINE BIRDS SENSITIVE TO VESSEL TRAFFIC IN THE SAN JUAN ISLANDS

{(Prepared by Rich Osborne & Barb Jenses, for The Whale Museum, Fail 199%)

Common Name Scientific Name Distribution and Habitat Protection
1 | Common Mure Uris agite Seasonai / ooen water diving soecies None
2 | Pigeon Guiilemot Czoohus cotumba Yar-round / open water diving soeci=s None

3 | Marhled Murelet Frachvwamonus marmorans Year-round / open water diving soecies, Threatened
4 | Ancient Murreiet Synthliboramonus ansiguns Seasonal / gpea water diving species None
3_| Rhinoceros Aukiet Cerorhinca monoceraa Seasonal / oven water diving soecies. Nooe
§ | Tuited Puffin Fratercuia cirrhata Seasonal / oven water diving species None

7 | Common Loon Gavia immer Seasonal / oven water diving species Threxeaed
8 | Pacific Loon (formerty “Arctic™) Gavia pacificz Seasonal / open water diving species None
9 | Red-Throated Loon Gavia stetl. . Scasonai / open water diving species None
10 | Western Geede Aech rorus occidentalis Seasonal / oven water diving species None
11 | Red-Necked Grebe Podiceps zrisegena Seasonai / oven water diving species None
12 | Greater Scaun Avthva mariia Sexsonal / opes water diving species None
13 | Homed Grebe Podiceps auritus Seasonai / open water diving species Noae
14 | Pelagic Cormorant ° Phalacrocorax pelagicas Yexr-round / nesting / ogen water diving speciet, None
15 | Double-Crested Cormorant Phalacrocoraz auritus Yearround / nesting/ open water diving soecies. None
16 | Brandt's Commorant Phalacrocorax penicillarug - Seasonai / open water diving species 1 Nome
17 | Great Blve Heron Ardea herodias Year-round / nesting / surface- nea-shore Nooe
18 | Canada Goose Brana canadensis Seasonai / goen water flocks Nooe
19 } Beant Branta bernicia Sexsonal / coea water flocks None
20 | Barrow's Goideneve Buezpkala clanguia Sexsonat / ooen water diving soecies None
21 | Comman Goldeneye Bucephala istandica Seasonai / coea water diving soecies None
| 2 | Bufflehead Bucephala atbeol Seasomi / oven water diving species None
23 | Harleguin Duck Hisrionicus hisrionicus Yeaar-round / ooent wawer diving species. Nove
24 | Oldsouaw Claneuia iyermiis Seasonal / open water diving species None
25 | White-Winged Scoter Melanitta fusca Scasonai / open water diving species None
26 | Black Scoter Helanitta nizra Scasonai / open water diving soecies None
Z7 | Surf Scoter Melaninta perspicillata Seasonal / open water diving species None
73 | Rudy Duck Oxyura f icensis | S i / coen water diving species None
29 | Red-Brested Merzanser | Mereus serrator Seasonal / open water diving soecies None
20 | Hooded Merzanser Lophodvtes cucuilatus S i / coen water diving speciss None
31 | Common Merganser Mergus merganser Seasonai / oven water diving soecies- | None
32 | Black Qvstercicher H bacimani Seasonai / open water diving species ! None
33 | Gianrcous-Winged Cuil Larzy zlaucescens Y zar-round / nesdng / surtace: near-shore & open vaer | None

34 | Baid Eagte Haliaeetns leucocepnalus | Year-round / nesting / surtace: near-siore & open watsr The d
i | Osorey Pandion haiigeus Seasonal/ nestmy / surface: acar-shore & ooea water None

1 36 | Peregrine Faicon Faico perezrinus Seasonat / nesung / surfacs- near-shore Sndangered
137 | Beited Kin Sisner | Cervie aleyon Year-round / nesting / surfacs- near-shore | None
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